THE AWAKENING OF LABOUR
the early capitalists were sprung from the most ignorant
section of the population, and they often abused their power.
The old aristocracy of birth,' says Robert Owen, "as I
recollect them in my early days were in many respects
superior to the money-making and money-seeking aristocracy
of modern times.' For a long while employers resisted all
proposals for arbitration with their men, because they con-
sidered that it would degrade and humiliate them to meet
their workmen around a common board. Mundella declared
that in some industrial centres he had heard the masters
express their private opinions freely. cOne could hardly
believe that they could be speaking of the same race when
speaking of their workmen. The feeling that is cherished by
some employers towards working men is so bad that it is the
foundation of many of the strikes that happen.'
In these circumstances it is not surprising to find the con-
viction widespread that England was on the verge of a social
revolution. This conviction explains the intense distrust ex-
hibited by the governing class during the first half of the
nineteenth century towards the aspirations of labour, and
the adoption of a policy of intimidation and repression.
And not until this conviction had died a natural death were
the workers admitted to a share of political power. Here is
one prophecy of an impending social catastrophe uttered by
an acute if biassed observer. 'The middle class,' wrote Engels
in 1844, 'dwells upon a soil that is honeycombed, the speedy
collapse of which is as certain as a mathematical demonstra-
tion. The deep wrath of the whole working class [must]
before too long a time goes by break out into a revolution in
comparison with which the French Revolution will prove
to have been child's play.5
What then was the solution of the social problem? Such
was the question which agitated men's minds during the
generation which followed the peace of 1815. Victorian
optimism, the complacent feeling that everything was well
with England, is a characteristic of the third quarter of the
nineteenth century. In earlier decades there was ample recog-
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